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THICK AS THIEVES


iAM fifty-nine, and I did not make the graceful transition into late middle age so vital for a Hollywood actor; instead of stocky I grew fat, my chiseled nose and chin softened from unique to ugly. One glorious morning I looked in the mirror and saw the coveted “distinguished.” The next morning, when I looked again, I was simply old.

Of course, if I chose to write a tell-all extravaganza I could quite probably bring myself back into the limelight for a few frenzied moments. But I have no desire to write such a book. I have only one worthwhile story to tell, and it is neither about sex, booze, exotic locales, nor the grossly overrated Golden Age of Hollywood. It is instead about my father, who died this past March at eighty-one.

I was a poor son to my father. A heart attack claimed my mother at the startling age of thirty-one; I was nine years old, and my father was left with the puzzling task of raising a son alone. At seventeen I left him—for all practical purposes—childless. I fled west on the back of a touring company bus to pursue acting, and saw him perhaps a dozen times in the subsequent thirty years. He managed a supermarket in Bangor, Maine, until he was seventy-six. A few years later he was put in a retirement home by his sister Sara, who died shortly thereafter.

By the time all of this had transpired, I was living in Los Angeles with my fourth wife and her two nearly grown children, who often listened to Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture at full volume while snorting cocaine off their mother’s family heirlooms. It had been eight years since my last Oscar nomination (supporting actor, which I lost to a boy of fourteen), and I was starting to see a pattern in the few scripts that were sent to my agent: the crusty old father, the crusty old boss, the crusty old teacher. My wife was an actress as well, but she was far from crusty. She was fortyone, she was on television, and she did step aerobics with her private trainer in our living room at 7:00 A.M. while I slept, thanks only to the miracle of earplugs. Often when I woke there was a brief and happy moment when I could not remember her name. Such was our life together, which lasted a very long three years.

I was beginning to feel like a failure then, in the waning days of love and fame. I could not seem to get it straight how to live with someone, bungled through each relationship like a cow trying to piece together an intricate model of the PT 109 with its cumbersome hooves. I thought of my parents’ marriage, which, whether from great devotion or simply lack of time, never soured, at least not that I knew of. My father had some secret, I thought, and I had never taken advantage of his wisdom.

And so, a year ago September, I phoned him in Maine and asked him to come to Los Angeles.

“I’ll pay of course,” I said.

“Who the hell is this?” my father said. “Fred? Is this a prank?”

My wife was going to Paris to do a TV movie, some steamy number revolving around lovers, drugs, and murder. Perhaps this was the actual title; I do not know. Regardless, she planned to take her delinquents with her, and I suspected that she and I might never sleep in the same bed again, because the morning they were to leave she jarred me awake as the sun was coming up.

“Jack. Jack!” She slapped furiously at her pillow.

“What is it?” I asked, alarmed.

“People think we’re in love!” she shouted, loudly enough to prompt the collie next door into fits of barking. “Isn’t that a riot?”

“Lower your voice,” I said. “It’s—”

“I feel empty.” She flung the covers on top of me and sat there stiffly, her tanned and muscular legs stretched out before her like trophies. “You make me feel empty, Jack.”

Her name was Lorraine. Downstairs, something shattered. We had twenty-four rooms in our home, eleven paintings worth over forty thousand dollars apiece, seven cars, and three machines to grind coffee beans. My life, I thought while lying there looking at the wife’s legs, had been reduced to numbers across a spreadsheet, a tally. Twenty-four plus eleven plus seven plus three plus two stunningly young legs. Plus fifty-nine.

My father arrived that afternoon in a taxi. He carried a thick plaid bag, wore blue slacks and an untucked white shirt, sneakers, a gray windbreaker, and a hat. My father was a well-built man, fit but short; my mother had been tall, and in pictures I have seen of them he is always wearing a hat, the top of which reaches just to her forehead.

“Jack.” He put out his hand, worn as an old glove, still chapped from years of packing freezers. He was eighty and his face was round and white, lips thin. His hair was exactly the color of his windbreaker, a light gray like storm clouds, two shades lighter than it had been when I last saw him, five years before.

“Hi Dad.” I turned around, gestured to the house. “What’dya think?”

He nodded, took it all in. A part of me wanted him to faint dead away: I the son with the mansion, he the father in the old hat.

“A nice spread.” He took a pair of thick glasses from his windbreaker pocket, put them on and squinted at the house. “You have a wife?”

“Yes,” I said. “But she’s away.”

“For good?” He switched the suitcase to his other hand.

“On vacation.”

“Uh huh.” He nodded knowingly. I imagined him reading about me in magazines, following my fictional life through old articles and pictures of me with a woman on my arm and a drink in my hand.

I took him to a room upstairs, two down from Lorraine’s and mine. He had a view of the neighborhood, and, for his wrinkled old clothes, an antique mahogany dresser with brass knobs that I had bought at an auction for four thousand dollars. He sat down on the bed with a huff and held the suitcase on his lap.

“You in a movie now?” he asked.

“No. I’m between projects.”

“You look good. You don’t look sixty.”

I straightened my shoulders, picked a fuzz ball off my sweater. “I’m not.”

He removed his hat and set it carefully beside him on the bed as if it were made of glass. “I saw you on the television last week,” he said. “On the oldies channel. Edna Burnside, she’s got an apartment down from mine, said you were one of her favorites. I told her you were my son and she didn’t believe me.”

He was able to say this without a hint of resentment, and I gave him credit for that, whether it was acting or not.

“I’ll come for a visit,” I said. “I suspect that would show her.”

“I guess so.” But he didn’t sound very enthusiastic. Perhaps he didn’t believe I would ever come; perhaps he could hear truth in my voice that, after years of performing, I could no longer discern.

Later we sat in the living room and watched the Dodgers lose to the Giants. I was already regretting having asked him to come; now that he had arrived I didn’t know what to say. He apparently did not, as I had hoped, have a fatherly sixth sense that provoked him to answer questions without my having to ask them. I suppose I had imagined he would take one long knowing look at me and then, in no uncertain terms, tell me how to fix my life. But instead he drank his beer and made small talk about the game, and I did not know how to reach him without sounding like a fool. So I kept quiet, sipped at my scotch and imagined the phone ringing, a familiar voice on the other end saying: “Jack, we were all sitting here wondering what you were up to …” but I could think of no one who would make such a call.

“Hey Jack?”

I looked up.

“Time for my medicine,” my father said. “I want to catch the end of the game, but I’ve got to take the pills on time. Would you run upstairs and get ’em for the old man?”

“Sure.” I set my scotch down,, stood up.

“Jack?”

“Yeah?”

“They’re on the outside compartment, the one with the snaps. The snaps. You got it? On the outside.”

I nodded, climbed the stairs to his room and took his suitcase from on top of the dresser and set it on the bed. I unsnapped the compartment and found three bottles of medication: ibuprofen, Elavil, something that sounded like a planet in a science fiction picture: Zestril. Then I flipped the suitcase open and looked at my father’s things. He had three pairs of pants that were exactly the same, brand-new boxer shorts, red swimming trunks. I pushed the clothes aside. Under them were magazines—Newsweek, People, California Living—and a small black leather bag, the kind I had seen tied around the waists of the skateboarding terrors in the neighborhood. I picked it up, heard loose change chattering inside. I turned to the doorway, made sure I was still alone. I imagined he was dead, that I was sorting through his possessions, trying to unravel his life. I unzipped the bag. Inside were two of Lorraine’s diamond bracelets, the string of pearls I had given her for our first anniversary, and about forty pennies.

“Jack?” my father called. I could tell he was at the foot of the stairs. “I gotta take those pills on time, Jack.”

I went into the hallway, stood at the top of the staircase and held up the bag. His foot was on the first step, his hand wrapped around the banister. He squinted.

“Those my pills?”

“No.”

He walked slowly up the stairs, not taking his eyes off mine. When he reached the top he took the bag from my grasp.

“I get off schedule on those pills I’m six feet under,” he said. He brushed past me and went into his room.

“What’s going on here?” I turned just in time to see him put the pack back into his suitcase.

“Arthritis, insomnia, high BP.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you needed money?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” He popped the pills into his mouth, swallowed them dry. “Death narrowly averted for another day.” He sighed.

“You’ve stolen from me,” I said.

“What?”

“You sent me up here to find that stuff? Didn’t you?”

He broke into a tremendous smile. “God, I tried, Jack,” he said, grinning like a groomsman. “I tried so hard. But I was just aching to tell someone. And seeing if I still knew you as well as I thought I did, you little sneak. I’m proud of you, sniffing through your old man’s things.”

“Don’t turn this around. You stole my jewelry.”

“This stuff yours? You one of those?”

“It’s my wife’s. It’s the same thing.”

“Not with you it’s not. Not from what I hear.”

I spun around, fully intending to stomp out of the room like a four-year-old, and saw his bathrobe hanging on the back of the door, something black sticking out of the pocket. I yanked it out—a black ski mask. I turned it over in my hands, ran my thumbs along the rough wool. It reminded me of a hat I had worn when I was a boy, walking to school on snowy dark Maine mornings, and I could feel the hot breath coming back onto my lips, the wool stuck to my tongue, as distinctly as if I had worn such a mask that morning and not thousands of mornings ago.

“You’re good, Jack,” my father said. “You got the part down. You know just where to look for the clues.” He took the ski mask from me and pulled it down over his face. “Pretty spooky, eh?”

“Cut it out,” I said.

“What’s that?” His voice,, muffled.

“Take it off,” I said. “Come on.”

He pulled it up to his eyebrows, smiled at me. “It’s just for show, anyway,” he said. “I can’t really wear it. Blocks my peripheral vision.”

“What do you need peripheral vision for?” I asked warily.

He clasped his hands together. “Have you ever stolen around in the night, Jack? I don’t mean with women. You, alone, listening to the hammer of your heart.”

I just stared at him, unable to form any kind of answer to such a question.

“Well have you?”

I shook my head. “I’ve never taken things from anybody, if that’s what you mean.”

“It’s not about the things,” he said. “It’s about the taking. The thrill.” He stood up, went to the window and put his hands against the glass. “The purest thrill you’d ever know, Jack.”

I steadied myself in the doorway. “You’ve done this before?”

He turned. “Hell, sure,” he said. “But just small time. I thought I’d come out here and expand my horizons. I’ve been reading up—I’m ready for a serious heist.”

I took a step toward him. “You’re kidding me.”

“Why would I?”

I sunk down on the bed. “What do you do with it?”

“Give it away,” he said.

“To whom?”

“As presents,” he said. “I wrap the jewelry and give it out to the ladies I live with. They bake me cookies, I give them jewelry. What a thrill, Jack, to give somebody such a gift. But that’s secondary.”

“But why steal?”

“I’m retired,” he said,, smiling. “I have nothing else to do.”

“What about stamp collecting?”

His smile faded. “What do you think I am, Jack?” he asked. “Some dying old coot? All my life I’ve been piddling around. This is it, the end of the piddling.”

“But it doesn’t make any sense.”

“It makes perfect sense. You don’t understand because your whole life has been exciting. You get to put on costumes every day, do crazy things. This”—he touched his ski mask—“is the first costume I’ve ever gotten to wear. But it’s better than what you do. It’s the real thing.”

“You’re a kleptomaniac.”

“Wrong,” he said proudly. “I’m an actor. Guess I just wanted to show off a little bit. I thought of bungling the crime but I couldn’t do it, no matter how hard I tried. I’m too good, Jack. But I hadda tell you.”

“I don’t even know who you are,” I said.

He straightened himself, smirked. “I’m anybody I want to be.”

I had known him only once, I decided that night, known him the summer before I left home, when I worked as a bag boy at his supermarket. And I knew him then through watching him work. My father would do anything to get customers into his store, even to get people into his parking lot. That summer I played gofer for him when I wasn’t bagging; he apparently assumed I would do anything because I was his son. One Saturday we dressed up in chicken costumes, my father and I, and played badminton in the parking lot.

“People will come to see,” he said. “They’ll get into the lot, realize it’s just a couple chickens playing badminton, and then remember they need to pick up a loaf of bread.”

Sadly, he was right; the ploy worked, causing me to undergo many more Saturdays of humiliation, including the worst one, raffle day, when I stood in front of the store under a sign that read WIN ME and was the free dinner date for the lucky ticket holder, a ticket going for just ten dollars’ worth of groceries.

But my father, for all his ridiculous notions, ran the store with an efficiency unequaled by any director I have ever worked with. On days when I did not have to perform stunts and just bagged groceries, my father would send me after foods that customers had forgotten. “Aisle seven, twelve steps down, on the bottom,” he’d call after me. Or: “Sixth freezer, aisle three.” And he knew the people too, although it was not some small town grocery with the same hundred customers each week. It was a chain, strangers in and out a thousand times a day. But not one, it seemed, was a stranger to my father. Some of the customers would seek him out among the aisles, tell him the news of their lives, as if he were their father and not mine.

In the morning we walked. I couldn’t recall the last time I had walked for any reason other than getting somewhere, but my father said if he missed his morning stroll his blood pressure might skyrocket, and I was wary of letting him out of my sight. He mentioned nothing of the night before, though, and so I allowed myself to believe that sometime in the middle of the night his senses had gotten the better of him and all craziness was over.

He was clearly impressed by the neighborhood. At the foot of each lawn he paused on the sidewalk, gazed up at the house, and whistled low under his breath.

“Fantasyland,” he said each time.

At the corner we came upon the Hacketts’ house, and discovered Marilyn Hackett playing lawn croquet in her nightgown while her husband Frank sat in a wooden rocker in the middle of the lawn sipping on a cup of coffee and reading Variety.

“What’s this spectacle?” my father asked.

Before I had a chance to answer, or flee, Marilyn spotted us midswing and shouted, “Look who it is!” for the whole neighborhood to hear. “Look, Frank! It’s Jack!”

I hadn’t seen the Hacketts in months. Frank was a producer and Marilyn, as far as I had been able to tell, made her living laughing. She laughed at parties and premieres and weddings and wakes with equal force, while Frank stood by with the bemused look of an overindulgent father whose child has just wet her pants in a crowded elevator. I gave a quick wave and was already turning back in the direction of my house when my father shouted, “There is nothing more exquisite than a woman playing croquet in her nightgown!”

This pleased Marilyn Hackett to no end. She came galloping barefoot down the lawn and reached us, breathless, her croquet mallet over her shoulder.

“Who’s this, Jack?”

I introduced her to my father, who took the mallet from her shoulder and putted a pebble at his feet. “It’s all in the elbows,” he told Marilyn.

I looked up the lawn at Frank Hackett, who was eyeing us over his paper, and was stung by a chilling thought: a job, I realized, was just one well-placed ass kiss away. If my father charmed the Hacketts, it was not impossible to think that my agent would receive a phone call the following morning. I swallowed my selfrevulsion and called, “How’re things, Frank?” prompting him to set down his paper and join us on the sidewalk. He extended his hand for me to admire, then shake.

“Long time, et cetera,” he said.

“I’ve been Bangor Maine croquet champ for twelve years running,” my father announced. “Last year they asked me to throw a match.” He nudged Marilyn. “Said I was discouraging young talent.”

Marilyn Hackett howled at this, a statement I assumed was an outright lie.

“What’re you working on these days?” I asked Frank.

He ignored me, turned to my father. “People don’t play croquet anymore,” he said, as indignant as if he had invented the game himself. “Every blowhard in this town walks his fat ass around eighteen holes and thinks of himself as a gentleman because he uses a putter instead of a mallet.”

“True indeed, Franklin,” my father said, clapping him on the shoulder. “However I suspect this lady could pique some interest in the sport.” My father winked at Marilyn. “Especially with the lingerie angle.”

Marilyn blushed, although her nightgown, a purple tentlike affair, hardly qualified as lingerie.

“Say,” my father added. “I’m not sure I can hold off on draining the radiator till we get back to Jack’s place. Could you point me to your little boy’s room?”

Frank turned back to his castle, considering. It was a crude request in such a neighborhood, the use of another’s toilet.

“It’s not very—” I started.

“Through the front hall on your right,” Marilyn interrupted.

My father took a few steps. “Not going to set off one of those newfangled alarms, am I?”

“Not unless you open a safe!” Marilyn hooted.

I watched my father ascend the lawn and open the front door. He stepped into the front hall and glanced over his shoulder. Frank and Marilyn had their backs to him; he gave me a quick nod and went to the left.

“Anybody catch that ball game last night?” I asked, my voice barely a squeak.

Marilyn grasped my arm ecstatically. “Why didn’t you tell us you had a father, Jack?”

“Everyone has a father,” Frank said.

Marilyn ignored him. “He’s an absolute riot. You’ll have to make the rounds with that one.”

I nodded, half listening, half wondering what room my father was presently creeping through, what treasures his rough hands were falling upon.

“Let’s see it,” I said, as we walked home. After my father had returned from his adventure in the house we had spent another exhausting half hour on the Hacketts’ lawn, my father entertaining Marilyn with hilarious tales from the grocery business while sweat dripped down my back.

“See what?” he asked.

“Dad. Come on.”

He grinned, patted the pocket of his windbreaker.

Thanks to the Hacketts, my father became the toast of the town that week; I got more invitations for drinks than I had received in months. The secret: Hollywood people, especially old Hollywood people, are starved for outsiders. Anything non-Hollywood is refreshing; the fact that my father was entertaining to boot was only a plus. And so we visited, and ripped off, three more neighbors, and never heard a word about anything being stolen, never saw a police car.

“They don’t even miss it,” my father said over lunch one afternoon. He pointed his fork at me. “This is the truly amazing part, Jack.”

“They miss it,” I said. “It’s just not worth the trouble, probably.”

“I enjoy their company,” he said, shaking his head. “But I’ll never understand how it’s not worth the trouble.”

“Because you’re not rich,” I said.

“I don’t have one ounce of desire to be rich,” he said. “Those people who live behind you, what’re their names?”

“The Gundersons?”

“Did you know that every day they drive a different car? Every morning I sit on the deck and goddamnit if every morning they don’t coast out of that garage with a brand-new automobile.”

“I doubt they’re all brand-new,” I said. “Besides, what do you care if—”

“I’m tired of that silly old man role,” he interrupted, angrily throwing his napkin onto the table. “I’m tired of acting like an old fool just so I can lift a piece of jewelry nobody even misses.”

“Then stop.”

“I will.” He said it with resolution, with surprise, as if the thought had never before occurred to him. He got up from the table and marched up to his room. I did not see him for the rest of the afternoon.

[image: image]

That night while rinsing the dinner dishes my father announced he was going to rob the Gundersons.

“You said you were quitting,” I protested.

“I most certainly did not.” He turned off the water in the sink, handed me a rinsed salad bowl. “You didn’t listen. I said I was quitting the old man role.”

I loaded the bowl into the dishwasher and kicked the door closed. “Dad …” I said, trying to keep myself from shouting. “Dad, I hate to break it to you, but it’s not a role.”

He grinned. “You tell me that after I bust in there and clean them out.”

“What do you mean, bust in?” I asked. “Are you crazy? You can’t break into their house.”

“I’ve done this before, Jack.” He lit his pipe and leaned against the counter.

“Not this part,” I said. “This isn’t Shady Hills Old Folks Home, you know. It’s one thing to bullshit people, but you can’t just waltz in somewhere in the middle of the night. This is Los Angeles. People have burglar alarms. People have guns, Dad.”

“Oak Hills,” he said.

“What?”

He scowled at me through the fog of smoke. “Not Shady Hills goddamn Old Folks Home. Oak Hills Retirement Community.”

“Whatever,” I said.

“I’m telling you I’ve done research, Jack. Extensive research. You wouldn’t believe the stuff they put in magazines these days.” He shook his head. “It’s scary thinking of kids out there getting their hands on some of this reading material.”

“It’s not the kids I’m worried about,” I said.

“Don’t worry about me, Jack. I’m telling you I know what I’m doing.”

I took some bourbon from the pantry, poured a shot into a nearby coffee mug. “Listen, things happen,” I said softly, staring down into the mug. “People get a little crazy sometimes and it doesn’t help to have crappy children.”

“You’re not a crappy child,” my father said. “Look at this, big house, swimming pool.”

“You know what I mean. If it’s something I’ve done, some way I’ve instigated this….”

“You know, Jack,” he said, puffing away, “you always gave yourself too much credit. This doesn’t have one rat’s ass to do with you. I made my own choices, Jack. Your mother taught me how to do that.”

“You’re going to get caught. You’re not built for this, Dad, I’m telling you.”

“You come with me and see,” he said.

I scoffed, threw back my drink. “Then we’ll both get caught.”

“Remember that one movie,” he said. “Your brother got waxed by the mob—what’d he get, shot?”

I poured myself another drink. “Drowned.”

“Right, the cement, and you had to avenge him. You wore that cool hat over your eyes and blew smoke rings and made all the right moves. You were perfect.”

“This isn’t a movie.”

“That’s my point,” he said. “You weren’t really that guy. But you wanted to be, didn’t you? Just a little part of you?”

“You can’t just go around being everybody you want to be.”

“You pick and choose,” he said. “You pick the roles that suit you. Your role is to sit around this big house feeling sorry for your sorry life. I choose something a little more inspiring.” He took a final puff off his pipe, smacked his lips together, and cracked his knuckles.

“I’m off to change,” he said.

The Gundersons were quite a bit younger than I. John Gunderson produced several amazingly unfunny sitcoms, and his wife Sheryl fancied herself a writer. They had moved in behind me only a year before, and I did not know them well, mostly through bits of conversation that drifted across our pools. Once I heard John Gunderson announce to a group of friends, “We’ve outdone ourselves, don’t you think?” And though I wasn’t sure if he was referring to their party or their lives, from that point on I had harbored great ill will toward them.

I would stop my father, I decided, in whatever way necessary. I would lock him in his room if it came to that. The last thing I needed was bad publicity, the crusty old accomplice added to my list of specialties. I went outside and stood on the deck with my drink, waited for him to appear in his thief attire. It was a cool night, pleasant and quiet. I looked down at the Gundersons’ house. It was almost midnight and their lights were out, although I could not tell if they were asleep or merely away for the evening. Their pool shone in the glare of security lights; rafts floated aimlessly across it.

And then I saw a black flash go by. It was so quick I nearly missed it, nearly thought it was the blink of my own eyes. A figure was kneeling at the foot of the Gundersons’ eight-foot privacy fence. The figure lingered for a few moments, on hands and knees, then took something from his satchel and threw it up into the air. It was a rope ladder, it caught, and I watched my father scale it, pull the heap of himself awkwardly over the top of the fence, and disappear on the other side.

I stifled the urge to yell, watched the figure creep through the backyard from tree to tree. I stomped my foot on the deck, a sound that echoed through the neighborhood. The figure, striding ridiculously long steps toward the house, stopped and looked back, gave me the thumbs-up sign, and ducked by a bush and crawled like a foot soldier the rest of the way, to the sliding glass door that led to the Gundersons’ game room.

I turned away. I had been in the Gundersons’ home only once, a few weeks after they moved in, and I could not remember its layout except for the game room and living room. What could I do? I could not run after him, nor call the police. And so I waited for the sound of the alarm, trying to concoct a story for when the captured thief was linked to me, but when no sound came I looked back and the figure was gone. No alarm had sounded, no shouts, no shots.

I wished then, for just a moment, that I had gone with him, that I was on his heels as he found his way through the house, sniffing out jewelry like an animal after a bone. I imagined him passing through a darkened kitchen, heavy but sleek, knocking into a table and snagging a salt shaker in midair before it could hit the floor. I felt his breath coming fast through tight lungs as his hand, its age hidden by a thin black glove, reached into Sheryl Gunderson’s jewelry box, taking the likes of things my crazy father could never give to my mother, had now to give to women who were nearly strangers.

Someone will shoot him, I thought, shaking away the movie in my head. He would bungle something, bump into a china cabinet and be shot dead by an officer from a security company who was answering the call of the silent alarm. I would have to claim him. His clothes were in my house.

I thought then of my mother, of her clothes, which my father had laundered along with his and mine for two months after her death. I had grieved for my mother only in a material, nine-year-old way, missed what she gave me and not what she was. Images of her struck me occasionally in my adult life: a tall woman leaning over a stove, her apron rumpled, her forehead shiny with sweat, stirring something in a big black pot. A woman in front of me on a bicycle, where I sat in a safety seat wearing my father’s old combat helmet, watching her hair whip behind her, her shoulders thin and taut. And she and my father, on snowy days, swinging me out from our front porch into the mounds of snow below. This was not an image but a sensation: my shoulders stretching, my legs flinging loose like a puppet’s, the brittle air stinging my eyes, and then the flying.

“They up?”

I dropped my drink; the coffee mug cracked in half on the wooden deck. My father was standing beside me, the ski mask over his face.

“You’re completely insane,” I said.

He reached into his satchel, pulled out a fistful of earrings. “Diamonds,” he said, pulling up his mask to look. His face was bright red. “Seven pairs. No more mamby-pamby. Now you wanna tell me what I can’t do?”

“How’d you get in? What about the alarm?”

“A little pair of hedge clippers’ll do the trick. It was a cheap one anyway, the base of the fence, easy to find.” He smiled. “I coulda done it in my sleep.”

I felt myself smile too. It was the bourbon, I reasoned, certainly not the fact that my father had just burgled my neighbors.

“I’m beat,” he said, putting his hands on his hips. “The sides ache, you know, climbing and crawling. Going up to bed. Maybe tomorrow we’ll drive around, stake out a little, you know?”

“Dad.”

“Huh?”

“You know I can’t let this go on.”

He didn’t answer. He walked into the house, pulling off his ski mask and shaking the static from his hair.

I watched him go up the stairs, and was starting for another drink when I heard something out front. I went to the entryway and parted the blinds slightly. A security guard was walking up my driveway, followed by John Gunderson. I stepped away from the window, listened for my father, then opened the door.

“Hello John,” I said. It’s a role, I thought. A role that is not crusty. “What can I do for you?”

John nodded, cleared his throat. The security guard stood by him, hulking and silent, his eyes hard with suspicion.
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